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This system worked well in the departments of France, where
the representatives on mission and their subordinates could be
controlled by the Committee of Public Safety, but it was not
likely to succeed in distant colonies, with which it was im-
possible to carry on a regular correspondence. The outbreak
of war with England caused further complications. The
weakness of the French Republic at sea left the colonists
dependent on their own resources for defence and interrupted
their communications with the mother country, which enabled
them, as in Martinique and Guadeloupe, to hoist the white
standard of the Bourbons, or, as in the Mauritius, to disregard
the decrees of the Convention. For these reasons the French
colonies, during the years 1792 and 1793, were but slightly
influenced by the home government, even when the Great
Committee of Public Safety was in power; but in their history
during this period is nevertheless to be seen the working of
the spirit of the Revolution, with all its noble aspirations and
singularly inadequate acts. One decree of the Convention,
although it was not passed until 1794, must be mentioned
here. On 16 Pluviose, Year II. (February 4, 1794) after the
admission of one negro and two mulattoes among the deputies
for San Domingo, slavery was formally abolished in all the
colonies of France. It had been condemned both by the
Constituent and the Legislative Assemblies, and the commis-
sioners in San Domingo had six months previously declared
the freedom of the slaves in that island, but it was not until
this day that the emancipation of all negro slaves was decreed.
The momentous result of this measure on the prosperity of the
colonies, and the difficulty of carrying it into effect, do not
seem to have occurred to the majority of the members of the
Convention. Only Danton understood them. He was as
great an enthusiast for the emancipation of the negro slaves
as his colleagues, but, after applauding their action, he felt it
necessary to add a word of warning. " The Convention has
just done its duty," he said in one of the last speeches he ever
delivered,1 " but after having conferred the boon of liberty, we
1 OSuvres de Danton, edit. Vermorel, p. 247.